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Problem Identification
• In the primary care setting, patients frequently bring in a list of natural supplements
and herbal medicines with the goal of discussing whether they are safe and effective
to take.
• Physicians are often not thoroughly trained on natural remedies and thus are not able
to engage in a comprehensive discussion with patients about the safety and costeffectiveness of such treatments.

Percentage of Vermonters Receiving
Treatment For their Mental Health
Condition

• Time constraints in clinic may also limit physicians’ ability to discuss this aspect of
care.
• These factors lead to a gap in patient-centered care in which not all patient needs are
adequately addressed.
• In the Milton Family Medicine clinic, anxiety appears to be one of the more common
conditions for which patients seek natural remedies in addition to conventional
medication treatment.
What does Anxiety look like in Vermont?
• 1 in 5 Vermonters have a mental illness [5]
• About 2/3 of adults in Vermont seeking outpatient mental health care are given a
primary ICD-10 diagnosis of “Anxiety and Other Nonpsychotic Mental Disorders” [3].
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41%
Untreated

59% Treated

Cost Considerations:
It is estimated that one out of three people have used herbal medicines and natural
supplements in the United States [2].
In fact, 59 million people in the United States were estimated to spend money on at least one
type of alternative medicine approach in 2012 [7].
Alternative medicine therapies are expensive [7]:
• In 2012, the National Health Interview Survey estimated that the total out-of-pocket expenditures in the
United States for those aged 4 and older was $30.2 billion.
• The average cost that individuals spent on natural supplements was $368 annually.
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Community Perspective:
Take-aways from a conversation with…
A UVM Integrative Medicine Physician

• Herbal medicines and natural supplements have been used around the world for ages. In the United States, we often go to the fastest and most
effective medication right away to help any given symptom. In Europe, for example, it’s not uncommon to first be prescribed an herbal
medicine for common things such as anxiety, depression, abdominal pain, etc.
• When taking an integrative medicine approach to treating anxiety, it’s important to first look at the whole patient. Is the way that they are
eating driving symptoms? How are they sleeping? What does their exercise look like?
• “Tea is a great place to start if you want something that patients can fold seamlessly into their day. It can also be used as a point of mindfulness
to promote relaxation and calmness.”

A Vermont Naturopathic Doctor
•
•
•
•
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Herbal medicine and natural supplements work best when there is a good foundation – adequate hydration, a diet full of whole foods, good
sleep hygiene.
Recommending herbs and supplements to patients is a very individualized process. Response to herbal medicine varies widely person-toperson, and spending time to really get to know your patients increases the likelihood of picking a treatment that will work best.
Naturopathic patients have many different personal interests in care – some prefer to only use natural medicines, some choose to pursue
natural treatments in addition to pharmacologic therapy, and some present for care after pharmacologic therapy does not improve
symptoms.
Cost of supplements can be an obstacle for patients. Those who cannot afford to purchase ~$30 of supplements are more likely to be
prescribed pharmacologic therapy.

Intervention
Created a Smart-Phrase in Epic that serves as a patient education sheet containing the following
information on herbal remedies and natural supplements for anxiety:
◦
◦
◦
◦

Current evidence on efficacy
Safety concerns
Adverse effects
Possible interactions with medications and medical conditions

By providing this information to patients who are interested in learning more about the
treatment of anxiety with alternative therapies, patients can better assess the cost-effectiveness
and safety of their supplements.
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Results
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[Source 6]

Effectiveness
Effectiveness of the patient education sheet can be evaluated by:
◦ Surveying providers about how often they engage in conversations about natural supplements and
treatments using the patient education sheet as a guide
◦ Asking providers how often they give the patient education sheet to patients as a resource
◦ Creating a survey for patients to fill out at a follow up visit assessing whether they still have questions or
concerns about natural supplements and herbal medicine therapies
◦ Reviewing all patient reported medications and supplements thoroughly with each medication list update at
patient visits
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Limitations
Time and/or lack of training may be constraints for primary care providers to have a comprehensive
discussion with patients about alternative medicine therapies
Clear evidence is lacking for effectiveness or ineffectiveness of many of the common supplements. This is
a challenge when making recommendations to patients about whether they are safe or cost-effective
Patient health literacy may impact whether a patient education sheet can replace a discussion about
medications and treatments for anxiety
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Recommendations for Future
Interventions/Projects
• Continue to update evidence for efficacy and safety of herbal medicine and natural
supplements for anxiety as it becomes available with further research.
• Compile resources for patients about natural treatments for other medical conditions.
• Add additional non-pharmacologic therapies for anxiety to the Epic Smart-Phrase such as
mindfulness, acupuncture, exercise, etc.

•Build a list of naturopathic providers and integrative medicine resources in the greater
Burlington area for patients who would like more information on complementary and alternative
medicine treatment options.
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